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Ernest Hemingway is one of the most celebrated and remarkable writers in the 
world literature. His works have attracted numerous readers and a great many scholars 
all over the world have spent much academic energy on them from different 
perspectives. However, very few critics have associated Hemingway’s works with the 
newly-developed ecological criticism. With the hope of enriching the research of the 
great litterateur and further arousing people’s ecological awareness, this thesis employs 
ecocriticism, the new critical approach burgeoning in the late twentieth century that 
takes man’s relationship with nature as its primary focus, to explore the abstract 
ecological consciousness in Hemingway’s famous work The Old and the Sea and three 
of his short stories, namely, “Big Two-Hearted River”, “An African Story” and 
“Fathers and Sons”.  
This thesis consists of five parts. Part one is the introduction, which presents the 
ecological status and the environmental problems that human beings are confronted 
with and introduces the appearance of ecological literature and ecological criticism. 
Chapter one first gives a survey of the new critical theory through its general definition, 
historical background and literary significance, and then switches to Hemingway’s life 
experiences, pointing out that Hemingway is a writer with ecological consciousness 
and his life is always related to the great nature. Chapter two focuses on the analysis of 
the ecological thought implied in the famous work The Old Man and the Sea. The 
study shows that Hemingway endowed the novelette with a deeper and more abstract 
theme than what the critics have generally interpreted. That is, the symbiosis between 
man and nature is well embodied in this work. Santiago’s motivation of going out to 
the sea demonstrates man’s dependence on nature. The vivid description of all the 
beautiful creatures in the book conveys a harmonious relationship between mankind 
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interpreted from a totally different point of view, i.e. the old fisherman is actually a 
complete failure in front of the order of nature and those who destroy the ecosystem 
will all definitely be punished by the power of the great nature. Chapter three is 
devoted to an ecocritical reading of three of Hemingway’s short stories, which are 
typically taken from his Africa-based works, short story collections Winner Take 
Nothing and In Our Time. This thesis holds that Hemingway’s ecological awareness is 
reflected from different perspectives in these three short stories. The central meaning 
of returning to nature is expressed in “Big Two-Hearted River” with the narration of 
Nick’s simple experience of camping and fishing. In “An African Story”, the author 
illustrated man’s cruelness towards nature through an innocent boy’s inner voice and, 
from the perspective of morality, tried to call on mankind to get along with the great 
nature with humanitarianism. And in “Fathers and Sons”, Hemingway artistically 
interweaved Nick’s reminiscence of his beloved father with the lost beauty of 
American countryside to show his own appreciation towards the beautiful nature. Part 
five, as the conclusion, summarizes the ecological consciousness implied in 
Hemingway’s works. It points out the contribution Hemingway made to the modern 
environmental movement, explains the importance of reanalyzing Hemingway’s works 
through the perspective of ecocriticism in literature research and environmental 
protection, and advises the readers to be aware of the potential environmental 
problems and be prepared for danger in times of safety in the brand new era. 
 













































































Abbreviations of Ernest Hemingway’s works 
 
Abbreviations of Ernest Hemingway’s works 
 
AS    “An African Story” 
BTHR   “Big Two-Hearted River” 
FA    A Farewell to Arms 
FS    “Fathers and Sons” 
GHA   Green Hills of Africa 
LGC   “The Last Good Country” 


















Abbreviations of Ernest Hemingway’s Works……………………………...v 
Introduction…………………………………………………………………………1 
Chapter One  Ecocriticism and Hemingway’s Natural World……..5 
 I. A General Survey of Ecocriticism………………………………….....5 
II.  Hemingway and His Ecological Consciousness………..………….…12 
Chapter Two  The Old Man and the Sea: Symbiosis Between  
   Man and Nature…..……………………………..…..20 
       I.  The Harmony Between Man and Nature…………………….……..22  
       II.  Man’s Dependence on Nature……………………………….………27 
       III. The Failure of the Code Hero………………………………….……...30 
Chapter Three Hemingway’s Ecological  Consciousness in 
                 Three Short Stories…..…………………….………..38 
       I.  “Big Two-Hearted River”: Returning to Nature…………………….38 
       II. “An African Story”: The Conflict Between Man and Nature……….45 





















































                            
The past twentieth century is quite a period of paradox. On one hand, it witnesses 
human race’s great power and fills us with great confidence in our ability and creativity. 
On the other, it makes us doubt whether we are capable of controlling our own 
capability. With the rapid development of science and technology, human beings are 
able to produce much more material wealth in this short period of history than the total 
production made in the previous thousands of years, but it is ironic that we have no 
access to restrict our ambition of domination, conquest and occupation.  
Always holding firmly in the minds the legendary opinion that man is the ruler of 
nature, we human beings have been trying to take as much as possible from the 
physical world and hence we plunder and damage the natural environment allegedly in 
order to exercise our rights over nature. Just one of the estimated 10 million species on 
the earth as we are, we are currently consuming, wasting, or diverting a large sum of 
the materials on the planet and our endless desire has resulted directly in the immediate 
depletion of the finite natural resources. To prospect and prove the ability to change the 
natural world, we human races “kill the wild beasts, build dams to stop flooding, find 
medicines to fight disease, and use chemicals to control the pests” (Ikerd). And the 
facts tell us that 
 
we have wiped out plague after plague that has threatened humankind, and we now 
lead longer, presumably healthier lives than ever before. But new, more sophisticated 
diseases always seem to come on the scene as soon as the old ones are brought under 
control. We may live longer, but that doesn’t necessarily mean we are healthier. Much 
of the medicine we take today is to treat the symptoms caused by the medicines we 
take. On average, we spend more money for health care than we spend for food. How 
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miracles can we afford? (Ikerd) 
 
We are able to kill easily most insects, diseases, weeds, and parasites by using modern 
chemical pesticides and this has allowed us to realize the lower food prices brought 
about by a specialized, mechanized, standardized and industrialized agriculture. But it 
is also the modern pesticides that cause the rise of health concerns about our food 
supplies and drinking water. In addition, “rural communities have withered and died 
and industrial agriculture has replaced the family farm. Good paying jobs in the city 
are no longer there for people forced off the land. How many more pests can we afford 
to kill before we kill ourselves?” (Ikerd). Meanwhile, the development of industry 
seems to be giving us an assumption that the welfare of human beings is in severe 
conflict with that of the physical world. Global eco-environmental crises today 
featuring population explosion, reduction of forest coverage, contamination of water 
resources, formation of acid rains, expansion of desert, extinction of species, 
greenhouse effect and destruction of the ozone layer are the result of human beings’ 
exploitation and these in turn are severely threatening the existence of human race. 
Under such a circumstance, we can say that “Humans have been locked in a life and 
death struggle against ‘Mother Nature.’ We’ve been winning battle after battle. But, 
we’ve been losing the war” (Ikerd). In a word, it is the very side effect of development 
of science and technology and the concept that man is the master of nature that not 
only cause the spiritual harm of human beings but also pose direct threat to the 
existence of the whole planet we are living on. And in such a serious situation, we are 
bound to ask ourselves a question: Is it still possible for human race, the creator of the 
advanced agricultural civilization and industrial civilization, to bring about an ideal 
ecological civilization, a third civilization aiming at the bright future of our own? 
As it is known to all, literature is the reflection of people’s daily lives. It is the 
product of our deep contemplation and understanding of our own existence. Literature 
not only comes from social life, but also has an important effect on it. In other words, 















man’s ideology, affection and behavior. We can see that during the mid of the twentieth 
century, while we human beings were still being tortured by the mental crises that the 
two world wars, the Cold War and the economic crises brought forth, the developed 
civilization seemed to demonstrate a kind of shaper antagonistic to us. The global 
ecological crises, which required people to think more about our status in the whole 
nature, came out and posed pressing challenges on our dignity and existence. The 
romantic nature writing at an earlier age whose focus is merely to praise the beauty of 
nature has become a narrow term in this case. It is also in such a worsening global 
environment that many of the conscious and sensitive litterateurs or literary critics 
began to pay attention to the serious ecological problems and thus ecological literature, 
or environmental literature, came into being as a new trend of literature and ideology 
at the turn of the 1950s. For the ecological litterateurs, there must always be a rejection 
of the incorrect anthropocentrism as well as an assertion that human and nonhuman 
life and nature in general should flourish. According to them, “Our relationship to the 
Earth, or Gaia, is that of a leaf to a tree. We have no independent individual existence – 
the pain of the Earth is our own pain and the fate of the Earth is our fate also. No tree – 
no leaf. The sap in the leaf comes from the tree and returns to the tree” (Croft). That is 
to say, man and nature in their opinion should live in harmony, and life and nature 
should be “understood broadly to include, for example, rivers, landscapes, and 
ecosystems, with all their geo- and bio-geochemical cycles” (Naess).  
With the forms of novels, poems, essays and media coverage, etc, ecological 
litterateurs share their common concern about the severe ecological crises human 
beings are confronted with, focus on the future of the relationship between human 
beings and the physical world, and try to expose the new ecological civilization that 
human beings are supposed to follow. It is also in the call of ecological civilization that 
the ecological literary criticism (ecocriticism), namely the academic study of the 
relationship between literature and environment, came into existence at the turn of the 
twentieth century. The newly-developed literary criticism, with its academic study of 
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answers such questions as what human beings should do to deal with the natural 
resources, what role human beings are playing in the natural world, what punishment 
man will receive if they mistreat the physical world, and so on and so forth. And the 
tenet of ecocriticism is to further arouse human race’s ecological consciousness and 
call on us to protect the physical environment by all ways and means and take the road 
of sustainable development in order to realize the harmonious relationship between 
man and nature.  
   But what does ecocriticism really mean according to the main advocates of the 
literary criticism? What is the historical background of the academic study of the new 
term? What are the principles or significance of the ecologically-oriented literary 
criticism? In what kinds of literary works can the new criticism be adopted to probe 
into the deep relationship between man and nature? The study of this thesis is aimed at 
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Chapter One  Ecocriticism and Hemingway’s Natural World 
 
Ecocriticism, like any other literary criticism, also has its general definition, 
historical background and literary significance. New though it is, the critical theory for 
ecological protection has attracted a lot of public attention and enjoyed tremendous 
popularity among many of the litterateurs and literature researchers in recent years. As 
the product of human beings’ ecological civilization, ecocriticism can be applied not 
only to the traditional nature writings but also to the study of narrative fictions. 
 
I. A General Survey of Ecocriticism 
 
What is ecocriticism? Ecocriticism is a new literary term that elucidates the 
relationship between human world and non-human nature. According to Cheryll 
Glotfelty, the widely acknowledged founder of ecocriticism in the USA, ecocriticism 
can be simply defined as 
 
the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment. Just as 
feminist criticism examines language and literature from a gender-conscious 
perspective, and Marxist criticism brings an awareness of modes of production and 
economic class to its reading of texts, ecocriticism takes an earth-centered approach to 
literary studies. (Glotfelty) 
 
Ecocriticism is a methodological approach to literary and cultural criticism that 
takes nature and environment as its primary focus. The main point of this new criticism 
is to probe into the deep relationship between man and nature. To be more precise, it is 
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development of society, science, politics, economy and culture. The ecocritics re-read 
literary works from an ecocentric point of view, with particular emphasis on the 
representation of the natural world. They also “extend the range of literary-critical 
practice by placing a new emphasis on relevant ‘factual’ writing, especially reflective 
topographical material such as essays, travels writing, memoirs and regional literature” 
(Barry 264). With such questions in mind as how nature is represented in the literary 
work, what role the physical setting plays in the plot, whether the values contained in 
the work are consistent with ecological wisdom, ecocritics investigate the literary 
works and try to make possible the connections among self, society, nature, and text so 
that human beings can be introduced to a further understanding of the plight we are 
facing as we step into the highly-developed industrial era and take it as a duty to 
protect the natural resources and get along with the great nature. 
“Ecocriticism, and the texts upon which ecocritical scholars focus, provide 
perhaps the most clear and compelling means we have of literally grounding the study 
of literature in the vital stuff of life — the earth that surrounds and sustains us” 
(Ryden). Although there exists a broad scope of inquiry and different levels of 
sophistication, yet all ecological criticism share the common and fundamental belief 
that the culture and civilization of human beings are closely related to the natural 
world, having an effect on the physical environment and being greatly influenced by it. 
Ecocriticism takes the interdependence of nature and culture as its primary subject. 
“As a critical stance, it has one foot in literature and the other on land; as a theoretical 
discourse, it negotiates between the human and the nonhuman” (Glotfelty). 
Since we have some knowledge of the general definition of the ecological 
criticism, we may begin to wonder how the literary criticism comes about and feel 
eager to know something of the historical background of the new academic term. In 
talking about the historical background of the naissance of this new literary criticism, 
we may first have a look at the following quotations: 
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